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Macho

David Hayhurst
The steel weights clinked against the metal of the bar as Sloane pushed the weight up and
down to feel the pain of his pectorals encompass his upper body. He inhaled each time the bar
lowered and exhaled when he pushed it up. Arlo stood just by his head at the end of the bench
with cupped hands just below the bar and helped to spot his uncle. The boy’s hair was brown,
curly, and a bit long, nearly blocking his eyesight. Arlo was only ten years old, thin and frail, and
short for his age. Arlo remained quiet, and only the sound of quick breaths and metal weights
filled the cold garage. The walls were wooden and barely insulated. The wooden rafters were
visible and buzzing lights hung from them.
Sloane struggled on the ninth rep of this final set. His face reddened, and he groaned
uncontrollably. Arlo went to grab the bar, but Sloane shook his head and exhaled before he
pushed the bar up and racked it. “I needed to do that last set myself. That’s how the muscle gets
stronger. It has to go through the pain to build.” Sloane grabbed a water bottle and chugged from
it. Arlo stood quietly with his hands in his pockets and eyes glued to the floor. “I’ll lower the
weights and you can try some, huh?” Sloane asked. Arlo kept his eyes on the concrete floor.
Sloane snapped his fingers and it bounced around the walls. Arlo looked up instantly.
“Look at someone when they’re talking to you,” said Sloane. He stood up and removed the steel
plates from each side of the bar. “Go ahead and lay down, I’ll spot you.” Sloane grabbed each
weight and set them down on the floor so it was just the bar on the bench. Arlo moved silent as a
cat around and laid down. Sloane took Arlo’s hands and helped position them on the bar. “Keep
your arms at that distance, feet flat on the floor, don’t arch your back. When you raise it, don’t go
all the way up until you’re done. Go for ten.” Sloane crossed his arms and looked down at the
child.
Arlo slowly lowered the bar and pushed up. “Inhale when it goes down, exhale when
pushing it up, boy, listen,” said Sloane. Arlo breathed heavily but his arms began to shake on the
second rep. Arlo did a third, then barely a fourth when his arms failed and the bar began to
plummet. Sloane reached out and caught it with ease. He rested it on the bench and shook his
head. “Jesus, kid, you could have killed yourself,” he said when he racked it. Arlo sat up and
panted then fumbled through his pockets. He pulled out a white inhaler and shook it before his
lips sealed around the mouthpiece and pressed down. Sloane scratched at his grizzly beard and

stepped beside Arlo and put one arm around him in a way that resembled something of a hug, pat
him on the shoulder, then grabbed his water bottle and left the garage.
He stepped out into a breeze that blew through the trees around his trailer. The green
leaves were fading to reds and oranges while others were littering the yard. The yellow paint was
fading and peeling from the trailer walls and was slowly revealing the white beneath. Lynn was
outfront with a watering can and bare feet in her small garden of tomatoes and cucumbers. Her
walnut hair drooped down to her protruded baby belly. She caught Sloane’s gaze and set her
watering can on the ground before she waddled over to him. “I gotta get to work, Lynn,” he told
her, walking, and she followed. The leaves crunched beneath them.
“Were you working that boy out again? Are you trying to make him into his father?”
“That boy lacked a father to make him strong. If Colm couldn’t do it, then I will.”
“You need to be easy on him. He’s just a boy, Sloane.”
“Yeah, a weak one.” Sloane walked up the small stairs of their trailer’s porch and opened
the creaking door. The trailer was warm and smelled like pine inside. The ceiling fan shook as it
rotated.
Lynn followed Sloane up and into the home. “He’s come and told me of how sore he is
after being in that garage. I’m tired of giving him ice. He’s a boy.”
“Oh yeah? And when he’s a man? What then? What happens when he grows up into a
soft, weak man who can’t take care of himself?”
“Jesus Christ, he’s a boy, let him be himself. His whole life is ahead of him.”
“And that’s an excuse to let him be a coward? Let people walk all over him?” Sloane
walked to the fridge and opened it. The fridge was half-empty and groceries needed to be bought.
Nothing inside appeased him, so he stood upright and shut it, then looked at Lynn, who only
shook her head.
“Every day you look more like your father.” Lynn stormed outside and shut the door
behind her.
Sloane took a breath and walked on the creaking floor to the small bedroom. A dresser
had several framed photos displayed on top, most being of a younger Sloane and Lynn before
they married, holding one another in their arms with big smiles. Others showed Sloane and his
brother, Colm, as young boys in football pads and jerseys. Another showed Colm proudly
holding an infant in his arms with Sloane beside him.

Sloane was the better child of the two. Colm acted out more, thus got more of the belt. He
never took good advice and cared only for himself. Sloane did what he could, he could not betray
his own blood, but even he realized that a person not looking for help will not accept it. Colm
took his share at selling substances on the streets and got jumped enough to attempt to settle
down, but was jumped again just weeks ago. Colm seemed to forget that he had a child to care
for. He sought revenge and tried intruding into a home to beat those who beat him. Now he was
awaiting trial, and his son temporarily in Sloane and Lynn’s care. It was them or the orphanage.
Sloane took it upon himself to make Arlo into a worthy man. He had a kid coming anyway, he
figured he needed the experience.
Sloane scratched his buzzed head then shut the door and got dressed for work. He dressed
himself in boots, hoodie and worn jeans, put deodorant in his pits and sprayed cologne once
before he stepped out and heard a woman’s voice from the TV. He walked in and saw Arlo on the
old couch with his eyes glued at their flat TV. Sloane followed his gaze. It displayed some
brightly-colored cartoon, with several characters using weapons to fight some kind of giant
snake. They sang a song as they fought the serpent, and as the song picked up the characters
seemed to strengthen. Sloane could not understand a lick of it. “Why don’t you put on something
else?” Sloane asked. He walked to the fridge and took a blue lunchbox.
“I don’t want to,” Arlo meekly replied.
Sloane walked over and gently smacked Arlo on the back of his head. “Don’t backtalk.”
Arlo dipped his head down and his face went red. Sloane glanced at the TV and grabbed the
remote, changed the channel, then went out the door.
***
Sloane stepped into the crunching leaves as he shut his truck door. He carried his empty
lunchbox in one hand and jingling keys in the other. The windows of the trailer were shut and the
sun was hidden behind the trees dancing in the wind, their branches like flailing arms.
Sloane sniffled in the cold and opened the door. He looked inside where the yellow lights
illuminated the interior. Lynn was crouched in front of the couch with several tissues in hand as
she wiped Arlo’s face. Lynn turned and looked at Sloane before she quickly stood up. Arlo’s eyes
were wide before he caught Sloane’s gaze and looked down at the ground. Sloane could feel the
tension in the silence. “What happened?” he asked.
“It’s nothing, Sloane. I’ll get started on dinner after you shower,” said Lynn.

Sloane looked around more. Lynn’s old black heels were by the couch, and on the back of
the couch rested a dark blue dress. The tissues in Lynn’s hands were smudged with red. “What’s
that?” Sloane asked. Lynn looked at the tissues and back at her husband. “I told you, it’s
nothing.”
“Is that lipstick?”
“I told you, it’s nothing.”
“Lynn,” Sloane set his lunchbox on the counter and rolled up his sleeves, “get out of the
way.” Lynn stood still in front of Arlo, whose green eyes only seemed to grow wider. Sloane
breathed heavily through his nostrils as he took hold of Lynn’s wrist and moved her aside.
“I told you it’s nothing!” Lynn shouted.
“Stay out of the way!” he shouted back. Arlo recoiled further on the couch.
“Sloane, I’m begging you, don’t do this, he’s just a child!”
“Lynn,” Sloane got closer to her face, enough to smell the wintergreen mint of her gum,
“get to our room, right now.”
“Think about this, please!”
Sloane pointed down the hallway. “Get into that fucking room right now.”
“He’s only a child!” Lynn stormed down the hallway. Her movement shook the trailer,
and when she slammed the door it sounded ready to break off the hinges.
Sloane unhooked his belt and removed it from his belt loops. He unfurled the deep brown
leather at his side. “A child that wants to play dress-up. A boy that wants to be a girl.” Sloane
stared at Arlo and turned him onto his stomach. He lifted Arlo’s shirt and jacket to reveal his pale
back. Sloane brought the belt down once onto Arlo’s flesh and left a red protruding lash on the
skin. Arlo began to cry. “Still want to be a little girl?” Sloane asked as he brought the belt down
again and a third time. The belt smacks echoed in the trailer. The cracks on bare skin
momentarily stopped the crying before it picked up again, and a fourth smack finished the job.
Sloane threw his belt over his shoulder and helped the crying child off the couch and he gave
him a shove down the hall towards his room. Arlo shut the door behind him.
The sobbing continued for ten minutes from Arlo’s room before it stopped. Lynn locked
the door, so Sloane remained in his work clothes in the living room. He cracked open a beer and
sat on the couch and tried to watch the TV, but its audio went in one ear and out the other. He
stood and paced around the room and even cleaned up a bit. He tossed the dress to the end of the

couch and finally made himself something to eat. More hours passed, and with the door still
locked, he showered and slept on the couch. It did not come easily.
***
Sloane woke early.
He creeped down the hall and opened Arlo’s door. The light of the hallway shone through
the crack of the door and helped show the red welts on the boy’s back. Sloane stood silent for
some seconds before he clicked his tongue. Arlo wearily turned and looked. “Get some clothes
on. We’re heading out.” Sloane shut the door and went to the couch where he sat in silence and
stared at his own hands. He was a big man, he knew that, but only now did he see how big. He
waited in the living room as the sleepy ten year old stumbled out. Arlo’s hair was wild and frizzy
from the recent sleep. Sloane tried to pat it down but Arlo recoiled.
He led his nephew out the door and into the early morning. The sky was still black
though tints of orange peeked through. Sloane unlocked his truck, got in first and opened the
glovebox. A black pistol sat inside beside an ammunition magazine. Sloane grabbed the gun and
shoved it into his hoodie, then Arlo entered the truck and shut his door. The truck started
instantly. Sloane powered his lights and backed out the gravel road.
He drove for forty minutes. Arlo bounced between sleep and consciousness, and when he
was awake he only watched the passing scenery from his window. They drove past empty farms
and other trailers. Sometimes there would be a home, tall and luxurious in the fields. Eventually
Sloane turned onto a gravel road that morphed into a dirt one, then the road was no more. The
truck came to a stop in the pine.
The two stepped out into a wooded area. Too small to be called a forest, but the trees here
still seemed lush, even in the autumn. Sloane took deep breaths of the fresh air. Arlo shivered
and rubbed his arms to stay warm. Sloane began to walk. Arlo followed his trail. Sloane led the
way through the woods and helped Arlo cross a creek he was too scared to walk through. As they
walked, the sun revealed itself through the clouds and shone on the land.
Arlo was panting by the time they reached the top of a small hill. Sloane could see miles
of woods stretching beyond. Arlo hunched over with hands on his knees to catch his breath.
Sloane smiled at the view, then looked down at Arlo. He felt the pistol still in his pocket. “When
your dad and I were younger, our dad would bring us out here. Younger than you are now, even.
He showed us how to shoot, how to live like his father, how to respect.” Sloane pulled the pistol

out from his hoodie and looked around the woods. “This way, Arlo.” Sloane began to walk. Arlo
stumbled behind him. They walked minutes more before Sloane stopped. He put a finger to his
lips and shushed the boy.
Sloane pointed towards a fat rabbit up ahead that was nibbling at some grass, its whiskers
long and its fur a dark brown. Sloane got down on one knee and pulled Arlo beside him. “Here,
take the pistol like this,” Sloane whispered. He took Arlo’s hands and put the pistol in them and
helped with its weight. “Get down and hold it up. Lock your elbows.” Arlo stood still. “Come on,
hold it up. Keep your elbows locked.” Arlo then got on one knee and weakly raised the pistol
with Sloane’s help. “Hold it straight.”
Arlo lowered the pistol and Sloane now held it up for him. “Straight, boy, straight,”
Sloane said. He glanced over at Arlo, who looked away from the rabbit and towards the dirt.
Sloane angrily sighed and took the pistol from Arlo’s hands. Sloane quickly took aim down the
sights at the rabbit and fired.
The gunshot echoed through the woods. The bullet pierced into the dirt just shy of the
animal. The rabbit turned and saw the two then hopped into some bushes. The flora rustled as it
moved. Sloane groaned, swore under his breath, then looked down at Arlo, who was now on his
hands and knees in the dirt, and the boy began to gasp for air.
“Get up, Arlo. Let’s head back,” Sloane said, but Arlo remained gasping and down on the
ground. “Get up,” Sloane repeated. He listened more to the gasps and set the pistol down before
he crouched beside the child. “Arlo, where’s your inhaler?” Arlo fell to the ground and tried to
reach for his jacket but his arm stopped. Sloane rolled his nephew onto his side and felt through
his jacket. He searched and felt through the pockets outside and inside. There was nothing.
Sloane felt his heart drop into his gut.
“Don’t panic,” Sloane told Arlo. The boy’s eyes were starting to shut and the gasps began
to quiet. Sloane shook Arlo’s shoulders and said his name twice and got no response. He looked
around at the empty woods then stood up. “Breathe, Arlo, take big breaths.” Sloane planted both
feet on the ground and picked up his nephew in his arms. Sloane groaned with the weight and
started to jog back to the truck.
He carried Arlo over the brush and weeds. He ran around a fallen tree and dashed through
the freezing water of the creek and soaked his boots. He nearly dropped Arlo and had to fix his

grip before he moved again. Arlo’s breaths were quiet, if there were any at all. Sloane would not
have heard them anyway. He only heard his own breaths as he ran.
Soon Sloane could no longer run. He was not the athlete he once was. His run went to a
jog and then turned into a walk. He stopped and nearly dropped the boy. He set Arlo down in a
patch of tall blue flowers, the petals thin and climbing the stem, and Arlo’s body flattened some.
Sloane went to his own knees and put his hand on Arlo’s chest to feel a heartbeat. “Arlo, please,”
Sloane begged, his eyes starting to water. He could not stop the tears once they began to stream
down his cheeks. “Wake up, boy, please.” He gently smacked the boy’s cheeks to try and wake
him, and when that failed, Sloane pleaded more. “Wake up, please, Arlo. Open your eyes.” He
shook the boy’s body but to no avail. He set his head down on Arlo’s chest and sobbed into the
boy’s jacket.
Sloane looked up and saw Arlo’s hand slowly close and open. He looked at Arlo’s eyes
and watched them squint open to reveal emerald eyes. Sloane still cried as Arlo awoke. He
wrapped his arms around the boy and pulled him close, and he sobbed into the boy’s shoulder.

